
 
 
 

TThhee  UUnniivveerrssaall  PPeepp--ttaallkk  
 
The Visiting Preacher (The usual culprit) 
Maybe it's just a Pentecostal thing, but there is a theological approach gaining popularity that 
promotes the blinkered narrow way to bypass all of life’s problems. I'm sure there are many 
variations of this but the basic message is that all Christians should be able to break through 
whatever it is that is holding them down in life by receiving the same liberating stuff the preacher 
has received, and apparently it is even possible for all to receive it in the same way. The Preacher 
normally assures his listeners that there may be some variations but since these are never 
explained or referred to again the concept of a variation appears to be included more as a reluctant 
just in case concession. Basically the magic whatever-it-is cure all approach is freely available to 
all if they are desperate enough to go for it, and there is no reason why these successful and 
liberating results (ie. whatever is being offered) should not apply to everybody. 
 
The preacher keeps to the safe ground of what works for him or her. These sermons would be 
acceptable if they were given as a testimony to what God has done and an example of how God 
can work today. But today is rarely possible for a preacher to stop there. There is is seems an 
irresistible to urge to personalize all stories.  
 
On the surface it is natural thing to share what you do, but for most preachers it ends up sounding 
like "When I pray this is what happens," but my observation tells me that the very thing most 
preachers are boldly preaching (their "great discovery"), actually has a low success rate in their 
lives. Of course even a low success rate is better than none. The irony is that if it were possible to 
measure relative success (though I personaly don't think these things really matter much) they may 
be surprised at how many of their listeners have much higher success rates in their various areas 
of personal gifting.  
 
Getting back to the visiting preacher. On the surface the message normally sounds plausible and 
reasonable. After all, anyone that has read the Bible knows that there are numerous victorious 
principles and promises in the Bible that could be singled out as worthy of note. Any one of them 
could theoretically revolutionize a person’s life if they could fully latch on to it. This obvious truism is 
of course backed up by our subconscious desire to be far more effective than we are. 
 
 
The Sugary Message 
Guaranteed to make you feel good 
There are many variations of this kind of pep talk come dynamic life style sermon. The prayer of 
Jabezz is one example of this. The reader of the book is assured of breakthrough by simple daily 
repetition, firm belief, and persistence for as many years as necessary. The basic premise is that 
the things that hold you back are all bad and negative. The faster you overcome the negative 
forces and move on the better for your future. The flow on effects are almost guaranteed for your 
spiritual life, personal life and career. 



 
You would be amazed at the number of dynamic pep talks I have had to sit through. Of course if 
you are older than me you may have had even more sugary servings. These pep talks seem to be 
in great demand; organizations pay big money to conference speakers skilled at this. 
 
The only problem with this universal feel good and get ahead approach is that it normally 
undervalues or totally ignores the reality of life. The quick fix approach may be attractive, and 
dogged determination may be a virtue, but on their own they tend to ignore most of the underlying 
issues that made us feel like that. For example, the quick fix tends to ignore the essence of who we 
really are, by reducing everything to a simple, how get out of jail and have a rosy view of life, 
formula. Ultimately the quick fix devalues one of the bible’s most valuable and talked about topics; 
that is, the value of personal and cultural suffering. Years of dogged determination on the other 
hand can be an excuse for not hearing God right in the first place or refusing to change what is 
necessary.  
 
Avoiding Suffering 
This lack of regard for suffering is systematic of the western approach. The truth is that there are 
valuable lessons that need to be learned through suffering, because they cannot be leant any other 
way. The Bible says we are made perfect through our suffering not our success. Of course this is 
not a popular thing to promote, and it certainly won't fill your diary with paid speaking 
engagements, or even unpaid ones! 
 
In fact there are numerous verses that speak about the beneficial effect of suffering. There are so 
many they have filled a few good books. It says Jesus was made perfect through his suffering (Heb 
2:10). Now if Jesus had decided that it was too painful and instead chose a quick fix method – 
Hmm! 
 
If we avoid the suffering we will also avoid the benefits of that suffering. Of course no one in their 
right mind advocates deliberate avoidable suffering. However, the culture of positive thinking at all 
cost has masked and minimized the benefits of fully appreciating suffering. I read a story recently 
that illustrates this point. What does an oyster do the moment a grain of sand invades its shell? 
Does it say, ‘why did this happen to me, quick, I need a high pressure clean out right now or I’m 
dead? No, the oyster does not openly complain. It sets itself to the task of enveloping the grain of 
sand with a milky plastic substance that eventually is made into a beautiful pearl. Someone once 
said, ‘a pearl is a thing of wonderful beauty wrapped around trouble!’ We need to teach people how 
to patiently do this to the unavoidable trouble in their life. 
 
A “This is the Way it Works” Sermon 
Many of the visiting speakers I have heard have trotted out the same old, 'this is the way it works, 
and life will make much more sense if you use this approach', type of sermon. I find it really boring 
these days. Perhaps I should be more charitable, but since I identified this habit over 20 years ago 
I have had to listen to countless sermons like this. They may have something wonderful from God, 
but even IF they do, it will be a very rare moment they will find someone else whose giftings, 
motivations, etc, are similar enough to be able to grab straight on to it, the other ninety whatever 
percent of us will have to find different ways to absorb a small portion of these worthy nuggets. 



Unfortunately, if as usual none of this is explained there will be very little 'real learning' benefit to 
most of the listeners, just a momentary sugar boost.  
 
A good life story is still a good story, but a sermon is not just a few good stories strung together 
with a few jokes and a couple of good ideas and a moral theme. Come to think of it, that 
description is often far too accurate. No, a good sermon is also meant to contain some real meat 
with a real how to do it approach, and scripturally based instruction, pitched at the level of the 
various listeners. That includes trying to pitch it at the various levels of their perception, gifting, and 
motivation present. It's a tough ask, but the effort is rewarded by genuine thanks, not just a few 
people saying thank you and smiling as you head out the door and the rest wondering what it was 
all about. 
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